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The Dual World of
Governor Miguel A. Otero:
Myth and Reality in
Turn-of-the-Century New Mexico
MARIA E. MONTOYA

A few years ago my college roommate, a midwesterner who currently
lives in the heart of Manhattan, came to visit me in Albuquerque and
to see the American Southwest for the first time. 1 took her to see the
typical New Mexican attractions that draw so many tourists to the area:
Acoma, Gran Quivira, and the plaza in Santa Fe. While touring Santa
Fe, we emerged from the Palace of the Governors, crossing the street
to sit in the plaza park when my friend looked across the square and
commented, "Why in the world would the city of Santa Fe allow that
tacky Woolworth's to stay on this beautiful plaza?" I shrugged, said I
also could not imagine why, and continued on with our tour, proudly
showing her the trendy art galleries and the ever-so-chic boutiques
that now clog the heart of Santa Fe.
That evening, troubled by her question, I began to think about
why Woolworth's continues to do business on the plaza. I then remembered one summer of my childhood in the early 1970s when I
visited my grandparents, who worked at the McCurdy Mission School
in Santa Cruz. At the end of the work week we made what seemed a
Maria E. Montoya received a bachelor:s degree in history from Yale University and
has completed work toward a master's degree at the University of New Mexico. She is
currently a doctoral candidate in history at Yale University, where she is writing her
dissertation on patronism in New Mexico, 1848 to 1950.
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horrendously long trip to Santa Fe to do weekly shopping. We came
directly to the plaza and picked up necessary; household items from
the various d~partment stores that then served the community. The
best part of the day, however, was our last stop at that same Woolworth's, where my cousin and I frantically scanned the over-stuffed
aisles, filled with clothes, toys, and candy. We finally agreed on our
treat and picked out matching lime-green polyester outfits and were
also treated to an "leee" by my grandparents. That evening while my
friend and I recovered from our sight-seeing tour, it occurred to me
that twenty years ago the Santa Fe Plaza still served its original historical purpose. It was not the modern-day tourist attraction that exists
today, filled with shops, museums, and over-priced restaurants. Rather,
the plaza served as a regional community center where local people
came to purchase and sell everyday necessities for their families.
In the 1980s, the plaza ceased serving New Mexicans as a local
gathering spot, and now instead serves as a tourist attraction that
admittedly generates much-needed income for local residents. If we
look at the Santa Fe Plaza in its historical context, however, Woolworth's seems not so out of place. Rather, the new tourist attractions
done in the "Santa Fe style" do not belong on the plaza. City planners
have replaced practical and mundane stores with the mythical images
of what outsiders wantto see in New Mexico. Unfortunately, the idealized images of a glorious Spanish past that tourist bureaus use to
draw outside dollars often lead New Mexicans to misinterpret their
history.
The boosters of the Southwest, and especially of New Mexico,
create such an appealing mythical image of the area that it becomes
difficult to discern fact from fiction. In fact, New Mexicans also have
begun to believe the rhetoric and continually fail to solve the real
problems that face the community. For example, today New Mexico
possesses the image of an isolated and primitive country where overworked and uptight Texans, Californians, and New Yorkers can retreat
to find breath-taking sunsets, clean air, and a relaxed environment
where all worldly cares remain miles away. Do these same people who
come to escape the realities of the outside world also realize that New
Mexico receives more dollars than almost any other state from a Washington-based federal government? Not only does the state depend on
federal government expenditures, but these expenditures have not solved
New Mexico's persistent poverty: New Mexico ranks forty-fifth among
the states in per capita income. Do the same people who picture northern New Mexico as the last vestige of uncomplicated rural life realize
that the majority of these people depend on state and federal govern-

MARiA E. MONTOYA

15

ment jobs; particularly the Los Alamos labs-not sheep raising or subsistence agriculture--to sustain themselves and their families? These
questions are not meant to criticize those who visit New Mexico in
search of something beautiful and unique, nor do they suggest the
passing of a golden era. Rather, these questions point out that New
Mexic<;> is not as exotic as its boosters try to portray. Clearly, the dichotomy between the reality and myths that people want to believe
about New Mexico is not merely a product of the 1980s, but finds its
roots in the "discovery" of New Mexico and has remained a constant
throughout the region's history. 1
From the sixteenth century when Francisco Vasquez de Coronado
desperately searched for the mythical Seven Cities of Cibola until the
nineteenth century when Josiah Gregg and other eastern Americans
set out across the Santa Fe Trail to find their fortune, travelers and
inhabitants alike created myths about New Mexico's riches. Their visions, however, never quite matched the reality of the harsh and seemingly barren environment they found. Coronado returned to Mexico
City mortified because he had spent years roaming what was later
called the "Great American Desert" and found nothing that compared
to the riches of Mexico. And while the Santa Fe Trail opened up vast'
trading markets for American entrepreneurs, they were troubled by
the apparently primitive and backward population and balked at viewing them as equals. Nevertheless, territorial boosters such as Governor
L. Bradford Prince, Thomas B. Catron, and Thomas B. Elkins persevered in touting New Mexico's resources and hoped to portray the
territory and its inhabitants as worthy of statehood and full U.S. citizenship.2
1. Carey McWilliams warned against and criticized those who created such a "fantasy heritage" and engaged in propagating the myth of a glorious Spanish past. He saw
the repudiation of the Mexican-Indian past in exchange for the over-glorification of the
Hispanic past as a robbing of the Mexican-American's heritage and history. McWilliams
wrote, "When one examines how deeply this fantasy heritage has permeated the social
and cultural life of the borderlands, the dichotomy begins to assume the proportions of
a schizophrenic mania." As this paper will show, although many men and women in
New Mexico propagated this Spanish myth, Miguel Otero was one of its most vigorous
propagators. Carey McWilliams, North from Mexico: The Spanish-Speaking People of the
United States (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1968), 36.
2. Regarding the earliest mythologizing of the area, see David J. Weber, "Fray
Marcos de Niza and the Historians," Myth and the History of the Hispanic Southwest (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988), 19-32. For the earliest account of
the Santa Fe Trail trade, see Josiah Gregg, Commerce of the Prairies (New York: H. G.
Langley, 1844). The earliest account of an Anglo woman's experience by Susan Shelby
Magoffin expressed her many misconceptions and mythologies about the country's in-
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The wide chasm between myth and reality, however, was most
striking at the tum of the century just as Miguel Antonio Otero came
of political age. Boosterism, spearheaded in 1880 by the coming of the
Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad, combined with New Mexico's
healthy climate and the emerging artist colonies of Taos and Santa Fe
to give New Mexico a reputation as a haven for businessmen, health
seekers, and artists. One promoter heralded New Mexico's healing
powers by trumpeting: "Albuquerque is one of the cities of the west
that is so openly, so rampantly healthy, so gloriously deluged with
vivifying sunshine and purified with healing breezes that it invites
with open arms the sick and ailing to enter its portals." By 1910 the
"lungers," as local residents called the tuberculosis patients, spent $2.5
million annually, thus making Senator Holm Bursum's earlier wishes
come true: "The health and life giving qualities of our climate is [sic]
one of our greatest resources.... Could this be generally known through
our country it would attract many persons suffering from physical
ailments who would naturally bring with them their money, something
that New Mexico is desirous of obtaining."3 This touting of New Mexico's healthy climate, combined with the influx of eastern writers and
artists, such as D. H. Lawrence, Ernest Blumenschein, and the Taos
Society of Artists who saw primitive, yet romantic visions in New
Mexico's landscape, gave New Mexico a magical, almost supernatural
reputation.
The reality of New Mexico at the tum of the century, however,
often shocked these new arrivals, as Mabel Dodge Luhan's experience
illustrated. As she stepped off the train in Lamy, Luhan noticed that
"a delicious odor of incense struck me vividly. It was nearly the best
habitants. See Magoffin, Down the Santa Fe Trail and into Mexico: The Diary of Susan ShellJy
Magoffin 184fr.-1847, ed. Stella M. Drumm (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1982).
For a more general account of the Santa Fe Trail, see Marc Simmons, On the Santa Fe
Trail (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1986). Thomas B. Catron and Stephen B.
Elkins are better known for their exploits after they came across the trail. Both young
men were from Missouri and arrived after the Civil War to set up a law firm, and later
both rose to politiCal office and prestige. For a discussion of Catron and Elkins and their
involvement in the Santa Fe Ring, see Howard Roberts Lamar, The Far Southwest, 18461912: A Territorial History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), 136-70 passim, and
Robert W. Larson, New Mexico's Quest for Statehood, 184fr.-1912 (Albuquerque: University
of New Mexico Press, 1968), 135-47. Regarding one of the territory's earliest boosters,
see Maria E. Montoya, "L. Bradford Prince: The Education of a Gilded-Age Politician,"
New Mexico Historical Review 66 (April 1991), 179-201.
3. Marc Simmons, Albuquerque: A Narrative History (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1982), 243; Michael Welsh, "Frontier in Academe: The University of New
Mexico, 1889-1989," unpublished manuscript, chapter 4, p. 37.
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smell I had ever had in my life. These smells are alive [and] one could
live in this country for them." As she settled into the day-to-day life
of New Mexican accommodations and Santa Fe's best hotel, however,
she changed her mind. "My thoughts were all in turmoil at the unexpectedness of everything," she said, "to be left standing on a dark
street in front of a mud hovel that I had to enter and sleep in. I could
hardly believe it was true. So this was the Southwest!"4 The romanticism of outsiders' imagination who expected to see the plaza lined
with noble savages rarely matched their actual experience once they
arrived and saw the day-to-day problemsthat afflicted the pueblos and
Hispano villages.
The apex of New Mexican boosterism came in the flurry of activity
between the arrival of the railroad and the attainment of statehood in
1912. As historian Sarah Deutsch asserted in No Separate Refuge, the
"developments of these years, 1880 to 1914, set for at least the next
four decades the basic lines of contact and conflict in the region."s In
the midst of this time frame, Miguel Antonio Otero, New Mexico's
first and only Hispano territorial governor, achieved this high office
and became the leader of the Republican party in the state. (Often the
two were not synonymous in New Mexico territorial politics.) Howard
Lamar suggests that Governor Otero was the "fusion of two cultures
and two ways of life," meaning the fusion of Anglo and Hispanic
cultures. 6 Otero, however, also fused the outside world of eastern
interests with the inside world of New Mexican politics, economics,
and culture. Otero utilized the tools ofboosterism and further widened
the chasm between myth and reality. Unlike present-day boosters,
however, Otero emphasized not the differences between allegedly exotic New Mexico and the rest of the United States, but instead emphasized, if not fabricated, similarities between New Mexicans and the
majority Anglo population of the midwestern and eastern United States.
New Mexico entered the twentieth century as a racially diverse
region with Anglos, Hispanos, Native Americans, and a few African
Americans. 7 As will become clear, class distinctions often were based
4. Mabel Dodge Luhan, Edge of Taos Desert: An Escape to Reality (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, and Company, 1937), 14-16.
. 5. Sarah Deutsch, No Separate Refuge: Culture, Class, and Gender on an Anglo-Hispanic
Frontier in the American Southwest, 1880-1940 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987),
13.
6. Lamar, Far Southwest, 198.
7. From 1880 to 1920, the population of the territory more than doubled from 160,000
to 360,000. The vast increase in population was largely due to economic· expansion and
low cost travel opportunities brought by the arrival of the railroad. Although the pop-
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Miguel A. Otero (in top hat) during inaugural parade in Las Vegas, New
Mexico, on June 14, 1897. Photograph courtesy of the Center for Southwest
Research, General Library, University of New Mexico.

on race, and in general New Mexico's ethnic communities lived in
poverty while there existed a small top-echelon of wealthy individuals.
When Otero entered the office of governor, New Mexico needed a
leader who could bring reform to the region in the general areas of
education, race relations, and economic development.
ulation in general increased 125 percent, the African American population increased
more rapidly: almost 200 percent over the same period, and they tended to congregate
in the counties of Grant (mostly in Deming where they worked for the railroad) and
Bernalillo (because of Albuquerque). The reasons for this migration, like most other
questions about the contributions of African Americans to the American West, have not
been answered, so the economic and cultural role of African Americans in New Mexico
is still a wide open field for historians. On the other hand, the Native-American population increased only 30 percent in this time period, and again no sufficient answers
explain this phenomenon. Historians have focused on cultural and social aspects of the
Pueblos (very little scholarship exists on the Navajos and Apaches) to the detriment of
understanding their economic position in relation to the majority of the population.
Finally, the Asian-American population in New Mexico remained extremely small at
around 400 persons with a population increase of only 13 percent over the thirty-year
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To President William McKinley, Otero appeared to be just the man
for the job of ushering this territory into the twentieth century as well
as into the bosom of statehood. Although Otero's Hispano background
appealed to McKinley, who touted "home rule for the territories,"
Otero, a well-traveled and sophisticated man, understood the political
workings of the federal government, and this political experience must
have also caught McKinley's eye. Otero's Hispano father and Anglo
mother gave him a mixed background and consequently aunique perspective on New Mexico's place in the Union. His eastern education
and upbringing, combined with his personal exp~rience in dealing with
New Mexico's local problems, likewise allowed him to toe the precarious line between the conflicting worlds of the New Mexican Hispano
establishment and the Yankee newcomers. Otero himself claimed no
important differences existed between the two cultures, and in 1905
he wrote, "I make no distinction between what you term 'American'
and 'Natives.' I believe we are all Americans and I very much dislike
to have any distinction made in this particular."B
One example of how his dual-cultural background affected his
decisions came in 1900 when the recently burned down capitol building
in Santa Fe needed to be rebuilt. Rather than reconstructing the building in the traditional Pueblo style that would have blended in with the
surrounding city buildings, Otero instead pushed for the "more tasteful
modern classical style" for the new capitol. Otero understood how
easterners and, more particularly, how the federal government measured progress, and how they perceived New Mexico. By using the
neoclassical form, Otero could show how New Mexicans' tastes had
progressed beyond the mud hovels associated with the primitive, Indian culture to a more "civilized" notion of governmental architecture
that mimicked the Greeks. Otero's ability to understand outside Anglo
perceptions compelled him to continue a propaganda campaign that
such political precursors as L. Bradford Prince had begun in the late
1880s in order to convince other states that New Mexico was not culperiod. Report on the Population of the United States at the 11th Census: 1890 (Washington,
D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1895), 1:2, 422, 576; Report on the Population of the
United States at the 12th Census: 1900 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Census Office, 1902), 1:629;
Report on thefopulation of the United States at the 13th Census: 1910 (Washington, D.C.:
Government Printing Office, 1914), supplement for New Mexico, 582; Report on the Population of the United States at the 14th Census: 1920 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1924), 1:664.
8. M. A. Otero to Juan C. Jaramillo, January 26, 1905, frame 108, reel 146, Territorial
Archives of New Mexico Microfilm (hereafter cited as TANM).
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turally isolated from the rest of the United States and thus ready to
enter their fold. 9
How Otero dealt with his ethnicity has always been a troubling
question for historians. Clearly, outsiders associated Otero with the
Hispano population of the territory. After Otero's reappointment to
the governorship, A. C. Campbell, a Washingtonian, wrote the governor, "You are looked upon as a leader of an advanced movement
among the Native race in New Mexico." Offering well-meaning advice,
the man continued, "The hardest thing to combat is that the 'Mexicans,'
as the native race is termed, is [sic] not in harmony with American
ideas."lO Although Campbell identified Otero with New Mexican Hispanos, he qualified his compliment by stipulating that Otero was only
the leader of the "advanced movement" of Hispanos eager to become
a part of the American tradition. Otero himself often used the pejorative term "Native" to describe his fellow New Mexicans. Whereas
outsiders might have identified Otero with New Mexican Hispanos,
some Hispanos within the state questioned his ethnic loyalty. When
the Las Vegas Independent complained that Otero ignored old Republican
families, more specifically the Pereas, Lunas, Chavezes, and the Romeros, Otero denied the charge of racism from the influential Hispano
newspaper and accused the periodical of petty partisan politics. However, of his first nine county appointees to Rio Arriba County, which
possessed an overwhelming majority of Hispanos, Otero appointed
eight Anglos. Balancing his national party and his local ethnic loyalties
created many problems for the governor. 11
New Mexico's participation in the Spanish-American War, especially the sending of troops, placed Governor Otero in a racially and
politically precarious position. Otero touted the role of New Mexicans
in the Spanish-American War as a glorious chapter in the annals of
New Mexico's history when her boys rose up, revealed their American
patriotism, and volunteered to join Theodore Roosevelt and his Rough
Riders to rid the Caribbean of the tyrannical Spanish threat. Yet the
evidence from the muster rolls of that war suggest that few Hispanos
volunteered to take up that call. How did Governor Otero balance the
problem of low Hispano turn-out for the volunteer ranks with his desire
9. Miguel Antonio Otero, My Nine Years as Governor, 1897-1906 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1940), 72.
10. A. C. Campbell to Otero, January 17, 1901, box 1, archive 21, Otero Papers,
Special Collections, Zimmerman Library, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, New
Mexico.
n. Otero, My Nine Years, 11, 20.
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to prove to President McKinley that New Mexico's loyalties were linked
with its American protector and not with its Spanish past?
Some outspoken outsiders and a few paranoid New Mexicans
claimed that the Hispanos of the territory sympathized with their Spanish ancestors and were undermining the United 5tat~' war effort. The
New York Times said, "Reports from New Mexico are to the effect that,
as a rule, the Spanish-speaking part of the population has given all its
sympathy to Spain during the whole course of the war ... and has
demonstrated, as freely as its members dared, a deep hostility to American ideas and American policies."12 Given the jingoistic rhetoric that
pervaded U.S. foreign policy at the turn of the century, New Mexico,
with its "un-American" population, was seen as a threat rather than
as an ally with the United States. The journalist, moreover, believed
the cause of New Mexicans' "semi-traitorous" attitudes could be found
in their unenlightened school system that continued to teach lessons
in Spanish. According to the Times, only a population that spoke English and forsook their Spanish and Mexican heritage could be considered trustworthy American citizens.
Against this backdrop of racism and fear of Hispanos as tin-American, Miguel Otero created his own propaganda about New Mexico's
loyalties. In response to these charges from outsiders, Otero told the
New York World: "New Mexico will furnish, as she did during the war
of the rebellion, more men in proportion to her population, .than any
other state or territory in the union; a large majority of her soldiers are
Spanish-speaking and are as loyal to this country as any New England
troops." Otero attempted to allay the racial fears of easterners who saw
no resemblance between themselves and New Mexicans. Otero consciously played down New Mexico's differences to ease outside racist
fears. To punctuate his beliefs about New Mexico's loyalty, Otero wrote
R. A. Alger, secretary of war, that "in case of hostilities, New Mexico
tenders you a full regiment of cavalry, 95% Spanish-speaking."13
Even though Otero promised such a regiment, few Hispanos registered with the Rough Riders. In a New Mexican unit of 340 menthe single largest contribution of any state or territory to the Rough
Riders-only 12 men with Spanish surnames enlisted. In Maximiliano
Luna's Company of 125 men, 103 came from New Mexico but only one
other Hispano besides Luna, Sergeant George Armijo, joined, and Otero
had appointed both of these men. Furthermore, in the U.S. Voluntary
12. New York Times, editorial, August 24, 1898, p. 6.
13. Otero, My Nine Years, 36, 38.
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Captain Maximiliano Luna, First U.s.
Vol. Cavalry. Photograph courtesy
of the Center for Southwest Research, General Library, University
of New Mexico.

Infantry from New Mexico, of 412 men only 6 percent were Hispano,
and all but 3 of these men came from Santa Fe or Las Vegas. 14
Overall Otero mobilized few Hispanos; and nearly all came from
urban centers whose families were more prosperous and considered
ricos. The governor appointed only his brother, Page Otero, and Maximiliano Luna, a close friend, as officers; the other appointees were all
Anglo colleagues. Although Otero claimed that New Mexican Hispanos
equaled their eastern counterparts in loyalty and supported the war
effort, in reality only a few Hispanos from the upper classes heeded
his call. Probably the language barrier and apathy, rather than disloyalty, accounted for the relatively low turnout of Hispano troops. Even
though research on this question has not been extensive, Otero's pervasive historical myth about New Mexicans' participation should not
remain unchallenged.
Several internal problems facing the territory added to Otero's
dilemma in combating outsiders' negative impressions of New Mexico.
For example, Otero's rhetoric about race relations and education, like
his rhetoric about Hispano participation in the Spanish-American War,
did not address the real problems facing those hoping to educate a
14. Admittedly, looking at Spanish surnames is not the best method for determining
ethnicity; however, New Mexico used this method prior to the 1960 census when Hispanic New Mexicans finally had an option to choose within the categories of "White."
Muster Rolls, Records of the Adjunct General, 1847-1911, frames 725-30, reel 87, TANM.
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multicultural population. When the University of New Mexico opened
its doors in 1892, for instance, few New Mexico students were prepared
academically to enter college. IS Consequently, the university began as
an advanced high school and normal school, preparing its students for
university courses. By 1900, however, Otero and University President
Clarence Herrick believed they had solved the problem. Herrick wrote
to the administration that "the youth of New Mexico are not less capable
or less ambitious than their comrades in older colleges. . . . The'steady
advance of the native people are [sic] now reaching a point where they
are able tq take advantage of the opportunities offered by UNM."I6
Otero elaborated further on New Mexico's well-educated population
in his 1902 report to the secretary of the.interior saying, "This population of Spanish or Mexican descent is well scattered throughout the
territory, but is rapidly assimilating with the newcomers from the states,
especially in and around the towns and cities, where the splendid
public school facilities are contributing much to this result.,,17 Generally
Otero had paid attention to the New York Times' earlier criticism and
wanted the federal government to see the public school system as an
effective agent for assimilation and for preparing the population for
statehood. In reality, however, the school system was an underfundeq
breeding ground for oppressive racism and segregation that merely ..,
reflected society's attitudes and did little to create interethnic and intercultural understanding.
15. In 1900, of the approximately 70,000 schOOl-age children in New Mexico, only
29,000 or 41 percent attended school, including those who may have gone for only a
month or two of every year. Compare this attendance with that in the state of Colorado,
which was able to educate 60 percent of its school-age population, and one can see that
New Mexico had its work cut out if it were to catch up with its neighbor to the north.
Virtually no statistical differences existed in school attendance rates between females,
males, whites, or blacks, suggesting that education was a low priority on most New
Mexicans' list, regardless of gender or race. Unfortunately, no existing measure tests
the economic background of school attendees. Finally, although more of a federal than
a territorial concern, in 1910 only 24 percent of Native-American children attended
school, as compared to the 41 percent of the rest of the population, thus illustrating that
Native Americans suffered more than other New Mexicans from the lack of a coherent
educational program. As a result of New Mexico's pathetic educational system almost
24 percent of the population was illiterate, including 15,500 voting-age males. This fact,
combined with the bilingual nature of New Mexico's voting population, made abuses
at the polls a yearly occurrence since ill-intentioned politicians often misled and manipulated voters. Report of the 12th Census, 2:232, 352, 353, 358, 359, 362, 378; Report of the
13th Census, supplement for New Mexico, 582, 583.
16. Clarence Herrick to Manuel Cabeza de Baca, Superintendent of Public Instruction, November 1989, as cited in Welsh, chapter 4, p. 47.
17. Miguel Otero, Report of the Governor to the Secretary of the Interior, 1902, frame 10,
reel 149, TANM.
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Emblematic of the schooling problems was Eddy County, which
ran one of the most overtly racist institutions in the territory. In 1903,
J. Francisco Chavez, New Mexico superintendent of schools, wrote to
M.·P. Kerr, superintendent for Eddy County, to complain that the town
of Florence used separate and unequal schools for Anglos and Hispanos. Although Anglo children attended school on an average between eight to ten months, their Hispano counterparts attended only
an average of three months. Furthermore, Anglo children attended
classes in an established school house with a full-time teacher, but
Hispano children met wherever they could find a space; and their
teachers were transient school mistresses who constantly looked for
more stable positions. Moreover, financial hardship did not explain
the segregation and unequal schools, for the territory funded both
schools equally, and Eddy County suffered from no overt financial
difficulty. Chavez believed that the only possible reason for the discrepancies was the racist attitude of Kerr and the Anglo citizens of
Eddy County. Chavez warned Kerr that he violated territorial law and
that he must remedy the situation as quickly as possible.I 8
Two weeks later, Chavez reported to the concerned governor that
Kerr had promised that the problem would be corrected. Kerr assured
the territorial government that the racism in the county "was apparent
but real"-an ironic oxymoron that did not clarify matters. Kerr added
that "no desire [existed] on the part of Americans to exclude Mexicans.... We are anxious to educate them equally with the children
of other nationalities and races." To the contrary, the inaccurate terms
of Americans and Mexicans to describe Anglos and Hispanos revealed
that Kerr and his ilk were no less prejudiced than they had been a
month earlier. Nevertheless, Chavez let the matter drop quietly and
took Kerr at his word. Chavez wrote Otero that "this incident is so
odious and so damaging to our reputation" that he would keep it quiet
and hope that the situation resolved itself. I9
Unfortunately, it did not, and Eddy County continued its racist
practices. Four years later, after Otero had left office, a complaint appeared again in the territorial records about the overt racism in Eddy
County. The letter cited the historical problems and complained that
the Otero territorial government had done little to remedy the situation. 2o Eddy County, however, was not the only area that faced these
18. J. F. Chavez to M. P. Kerr, September 11,1903, frames 127-29, reel 66, TANM.
19. J. F. Chavez to M. A. Otero, October 1, 1903, frames 636-37, reel 136, TANM.
20. A. Gallegos to C. S. Cramer, September 21, 1909, frame 565, reel 136, TANM.
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problems: the entire territory suffered. Because of the lack of teachers
capable of teaching a bilingual population, only three high schools in
1905 could prepare students to enter UNM. Furthermore, in Rio Arriba
County in 1912, seven districts with a sufficient school age population
had no schools, and nine-tenths of existing schools met for three months
or less. Finally, in 1912, the year of statehood, only seven of the eightyseven New Mexico high school graduates were Hispano even though
relatively equal numbers of Hispano and Anglo children attended
schooJ.21 Otero, although concerned outwardly about how illiteracy
and the lack of an English-speaking assimilated population looked to
the outside world, seemed less concerned with how the lack of a successful educational policy affected New Mexicans in their daily lives.
Governor Otero also thought that he needed to placate outsiders'
hostility to New Mexican morals (or lack thereof) as well as to New
Mexican education. Toward this end he quoted at length an article
from National Magazine about New Mexico's gentler sex in his Report
to the Secretary of the Interior in 1902:
The womanhood of New Mexico is superb. It has come up through
the bubblings of the crucible of pioneer life to the threshold of a
fine civilization, undaunted, unconquered, unspotted. Husbands,
brothers, sweethearts have gone out into the glare of the plains,
to the fastnesses [sic] of the mountains, to battle with Apache and
desperado, or to fall in the Spanish-American War, and they have
waited in the'dobe, by the poplar, or back of the barred door, and
held the children and home for the wanderers. 22
According to this idealized account of American frontier conditions,
women patiently waited in their homes for their menfolk to return
from their exploits in taming wild Indians, desperados, or imperialist
Spaniards. Women acted not as conquerors or actors, but were expected
to keep within the confines of the home and maintain it in the same
manner that men expected from their more civilized womenfolk back
East. "True" women survived frontier conditions and maintained home
and family as examples of an idealized Victorian womanhood.
Otero saw women as civilizing influences adding a genteel touch
to Santa Fe society, and he used this glorification of New Mexican
womanhood to support his gubernatorial goal of achieving statehood.
21. Welsh, Frontier in Academe, chap. 4, p. 20; Deutsch, No Separate Refuge, 69.
22. Otero, Governor's Report, 1902, "Tribute to New Mexico Womanhood," frames
528-29, reel 149, TANM.
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"These women desire statehood," he wrote, and statehood "will unlock
the gates of commerce, it will give stability to local securities, will
provide a certainty of social order and progress that Territorial government can never give."23 Otero thought that if New Mexico could
boast of a civilized society that mirrored the experiences of Anglo eastto-west settlement across the Great Plains and California, then New
Mexico would make a more acceptable state in the Union. Otero, however, referred only to the women of the "white territory" who could
bring American civility to the barbaric world of the pue"los and Hispano villages; he did not feel so strongly about the abilities of the
women of the "native" races.
Despite Otero's propaganda of a civilized, Americanized territory
ready for statehood, New Mexico had all the vices common to its
neighbors and characteristic of an unsettled community. Otero himself
said in his later memoirs that early territorial "New Mexico was located
so as to receive backwash from two streams." From both the west
(particularly California) and the east (particularly Texas), "New Mexico
became a sort of catch-basin for this type" of vice. 24 In 1907, Albuquerque alone did a $15 million annual business in gambling. Despite
its lucrative nature, the New Mexico territorial legislature outlawed
the activity because they feared it would damage New Mexico's chances
for attaining statehood. One journalist, nevertheless, commented that,
"all western towns are vicious but none of them flaunt their vice so
openly as Albuquerque."25
Not unexpectedly in a territory part boomtown and part backwater, not all of New Mexico's female population lived as virtuously
as Otero stated in his governor's report. The high rate of prostitution
as well as the large percentage of women who worked outside the
home revealed a society antithetical to Victorian ideals of family life. 26
23. Ibid.
24. Miguel Antonio Otero, My Life on the Frontier, 1864-1882 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1987), 181.
25. Simmons, Albuquerque, 287-89.
26. The sexual ratio among Anglos, Hispanos, and Native Americans was relatively
even, suggesting a stable nuclear family, or at least the opportunity for one. Among
African and Asian Americans, however, the ratio was extremely one sided. For instance,
in 1900 the ratio of African-American men to women was almost 2 to 1, and by 1920
the situation was even worse with a ratio of 4 to 1. While the imbalance among Asian
Americans, whose male-to-female ratio went from 42 to 1 to 6 to 1 during this fortyyear period from 1880 to 1920, corrected itself more rapidly, their actual ratio remained
the worst in the territory. One explanation for these imbalanced sex ratios might be that
in both groups men were coming to New Mexico in search of economic opportunities
the railroad created but were unable to make a sufficient living to attract women as wives
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At the turn of the century, the Santa Fe District Court noticed the
increasing number of "bawdy houses" appearing in the territory. The
courts prosecuted these houses of prostitution not because of their
activities .per se, but because these women practiced their trade within .
700 feet of a public institution, particularly the Catholic Church, the
Spanish and African Methodist Episcopal Churches, and Grey's Opera
House. Apparently, the government tolerated the trade as long as it
remained out of the sight of respectable people.
In two ways, these houses of prostitution did not fit Otero's ideal
notions of Victorian womanhood. Not only were the houses of ill repute
out of the mainstream for proper Santa Feans who looked askance at
such vice, but the houses were also one of the few businesses women
owned or managed. A number of women, for instance Ruth B. Clayton,
Bertha Springer, and Fannie Armstrong, owned or managed their own
houses of prostitution, suggesting that turn-of-the-century prostitution
remained under the control of women rather than under male pimps.
Furthermore, no cases between 1900 and 1908 indicated male ownership of brothels; either men were not interested in running "houses of
assignation," or the government did not prosecute men for their role
in encouraging prostitution. Nevertheless, despite Otero's denials, enterprising if fallen women filled a void and met the unsavory desires..
of Santa Fe's men. 27
Although prostitution may have been the most lucrative femaledominated profession, women's opportunities for employment outside
of the home were not limited to prostitution. In the northern New
Mexico villages, Hispano women worked within their homes as well
as outside laboring as farmers, seamstresses, and midwives, and they
valued their tasks equally with those of the husbands. Not everyone,
and create a stable family life for their community. The uneven sex ratio for parts of
New Mexico's population suggests a frontier environment that had not been sufficiently
opened for family settlement. Although two proposed territorial laws, which outlawed
interracial co-habitation and marriage, were defeated in 1899 and 1909, a deep prejudice
against assimilation between the races' still existed, thus further limiting minorities'
ability to create a family life. Report of the 12th Census, 1:568, 572, 593, 599, 667; Report of
the 14th Census, 1:668; House Bill #105, 1899, frame 612, reel 13; House Bill #143, 1909,
frame 1110, reel 20,. TANM.
27. Santa Fe County, District Court Records, 3367, 3575, 3583, 3605, 3606, 3612, and
3614, held in the State Records and Archives Center, Santa Fe, New Mexico. The briefest
perusal of these District Court Records reveals them a fascinating source for documenting
a certain group of women's experiences in tum-of-the-century Santa Fe. Someone should
utilize these records to give a more accurate and detailed view of this subject, like the
very good work by Paula Petrick, No Step Backward: Women and Family on the Rocky
Mountain Mining Frontier, Helena, Montana, 1865-1900 (Helena: Montana State Historical
Society, 1988).
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however, credited these women with the value of their work. In a most
telling story, Sarah Deutsch notes how different ethnicities and the two
genders viewed the value of labor. In Rio Arriba County in the 1910
census male and Anglo female enumerators noted that only 10 percent
of Hispano females held occupations. However, schoolteacher and enumerator, Sophie Archuleta, whose mother was a seamstress and her
sister a farm laborer, found that 72 or 100 women in Rio Arriba County
possessed occupations. 28 Since different cultures placed different values
upon labor, historians must be careful about how they interpret such
statistics. Obviously, Governor Otero's rhetoric about New Mexico
womanhood reflected neither the seamier side of exploited prostitutes
nor the day-to-day difficulty of raising a family and keeping a farm,
the work that engaged the majority of New Mexico women.
Through his portrayal of New Mexico as a patriotic, well-educated,
and genteel society, Otero tried to assure statehood as well as to lure
businessmen, health seekers, and tourists. In his governor's report to
the secretary of the interior, Otero wrote in 1903: "Indeed, it may be
truthfully admitted that there is not a jurisdiction over which floats
the U.s. flag that is today more prosperous or that is making more
progressive strides in all human endeavors." Otero knew that potential
eastern and midwestern businessmen and immigrants read the report
and used it as a source of information about the area's prospects.
Consequently, although extremely thorough, Otero was more interested in appealing to outsiders than in conveying the truth. His report
in 1905 included a section entitled "The Land of Opportunities" with
special subsections that described prospects for the Capitalist, Manufacturer, Miner, Health Seeker, and Tourist. For example, under the
"Businessman" he wrote, "There is probably not another Commonweath [sic] which has recorded so few failures during the past decade,
and in but few other sections have so many merchants advanced from
a small beginning to affluence.,,29 Similarly, each section described the
many opportunities that awaited the immigrant, and the unsuspecting
reader might believe that prosperity and resources abounded in the
territory.
Yet, severe class differences, often based on race, kept most New
Mexicans from reaping the wealth of this "Land of Opportunity." Historians Sarah Deutsch in No Separate Refuge and William deBuys in
Enchantment and Exploitation delineate the class structure and uneven
distribution of wealth in the territory during this time period. Both
writers point out that between the arrival of the Atchison, Topeka and
28. Deutsch, No Separate Refuge, 54.
29. Otero, Report of the Governor, 1905, frame 874, reel 149.
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Santa Fe Railroad and the advent of the Great Depression, the wagelabor market expanded and Anglo merchants increasingly extended
credit to Hispanos. Although this practice allowed Hispano families to
purchase "necessary luxuries" (i.e., wood stoves and farm tools), it
also placed them in debt to Anglos who controlled the vast majority
of the investment capital in the territory. Many villagers in 1902 "who
lived on credit all year at the store" found themselves in financial
trouble when the value of their. crops could not cover the amount of
credit extended to them. This shortfall resulted in loss of property or
additional credit at higher rates, as well as loss of autonomy within
the community. 30
The rise of the Bond family in Espanola best illustrates this emerging economic relationship. Sheep raising traditionally had been a means
of subsistence living for the villages of northern New Mexico, with the
proceeds used for barter with neighbors. The Bond family, however,
used the incoming railroad and o'utside capital to turn sheep ranching
into a big business and to provide them access to larger markets. Whereas
the' Bonds profited from their endeavors, most Hispanos in the community failed to improve their situation. In 1890 the Bonds extended
$10,250 in credit to local families. Moreover, by 1900 they increased
that amount more than five times, purchased wool from all ofthe local
ranchers, and expanded their influence into Colorado. As a result, the
Bond family not only controlled the price of sheep and wool for the
local market, and then sold their goods at market rates in the open
market, but they also opened a store that extended credit to local
families. Consequently, at the turn of the century the Bond family for
all intents and purposes controlled the sheep economy of the Espanola
valley. Although new opportunities surfaced for outsiders like the Bonds
to acquire capital and land, these opportunities did not open up to
everyone. Class and racial differences took their toll on the ethnic
population of the rural areas of New Mexico. 31
Since Governor Miguel Otero's boosting of New Mexico did not
always relay a true picture of the territory, his motives deserve further
examination. A savvy and consummate politician, Otero loved New
Mexico and felt it was his home. Bound by the political reality offederal
dominance in a territorial system, Otero had to cultivate the loyalty of
Presidents William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt. Otero said of
30. Deutsch, No Separate Refuge, 30; William deBuys, Enchantment and Exploration:
The Life and Hard Times of a New Mexico Mountain Range (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1985).
31. Deutsch, No Separate Refuge, 22; deBuys, Enchantment and Exploitation, 185.
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his friendship with McKinley, "It exercised a decisive influence upon
my future, and it was undoubtedly this friendship with William McKinley which made my political career." For example, when Otero was
first appointed governor, he expressed concern about McKinley's judicial appointments for the territory, but waited to give his opinion
until McKinley asked because Otero thought he "had to tread very
softly and watch [his] step."32
A well-intentioned workaholic, Otero believed that only he could
help New Mexico and set her on the right track to enter successfully
the twentieth century. In his memoirs he wrote,
As New Mexico was only a territory, the welfare of her people
was very dependent on policies decided upon in the national capital. . . . Such being the case, it was clearly my duty to act as a
watchdog and see to it that no damage was done to my people
because of ignorance of the West on the part of eastern Congressmen and Senators and the selfishness of those who were nearer
home. 33
Although he stretched the truth when dealing with outsiders, his memoirs convey his deep sense of obligation to lead the inhabitants of the
state. Reading Otero's memoirs and considering the myriad railroad
passes in his papers forces one to realize the extent of Otero's travel
between Santa Fe and Washington, D.C., as he kept a close eye on
both national and local politicians. The energy he expended on travel
and political maneuverings, however, left him little time to deal effectively with the real social and economic ills that daily faced his territory.
Governor Miguel Otero's experiences of one hundred years ago
provide a useful example for New Mexicans a century later. Otero was
guilty of covering up New Mexico's problems by exaggerating the
territory's similarities with the rest of the United States, but today's
boosters are equally guilty of covering up many of these problems by
asserting New Mexico's uniqueness. Otero's boosterism, the boosterism of assimilation, is better than the boosterism of tourism, if only
because it seeks to fulfill New Mexicans' needs--decent schools, jobs,
and yes, Woolworth's-rather than to cater to the escape fantasies of
outsiders. Today's New Mexicans must guard against believing tourist
propaganda and becoming entrapped in the myth of New Mexico if
they are to solve the many problems that still plague this state. After
one hundred years, New Mexico is still under the control of the federal
32. Otero, My Nine Years as Governor, 1-3.
33. Ibid., 28.
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government-<mly now it is not the territorial system but the military
industrial complex and government contracts. Unfortunately, one hundred years later, problems of classism, racism, and sexism still abound.
One can be hopeful about the future, however. Recall the story at
the beginning of this article, and take a last glimpse at Woolworth's
on the plaza; we should rejoice and, I think, be amazed that Woolworth's .persists and survives amidst the upheaval and renewal that
goes on around it. Woolworth's represents what is necessary, not exotic, in New Mexico-Otero would have approved of a major retailer
on the plaza. As long as the store remains on the plaza it remains a
constant reminder that Woolworth's is more a part of the true history
of the plaza than are the multicolored howling coyotes and the "Santa
Fe style" infesting the display windows of the tourist boutiques.
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